CHAPTER  X
THE HIGHEST LINK IN THE WORLD
WHILE Europe offers the most graphic illustrations of
the engineer's skill and ingenuity in overcoming rugged
mountains by tunnelling through their bases, one must go
to South America to discover the extraordinary methods
he has adopted to negotiate similar obstructions by travers-
ing their lofty crests. It seems somewhat strange, at first
sight, that the "land of to-morrow" should have been the
scene of such demonstrations of genius, but when the
incalculable mineral wealth buried in the Andes is recalled,
much of this surprise disappears.
The majority of the great mountain chains of the world
appear puny in comparison with the mighty serrated back-
bone of the southern half of the American continent, which
runs from the equator southwards to tumble abruptly into
the sea at Cape Horn* Mont Blanc and other famous hoary
European monarchs are insignificant beside Aconcagua
and many other snow-clad peaks beetling to the skies in
its vicinity. The Cordilleras present a compressed phalanx
of pinnacles running in a fairly straight, even, and narrow
line. As the equator is approached the needle points taper
to bluntly rounded and rolling heads, but the general con-
formation is the same* The result is that the slopes are
very steep, and to carry a railway through the mass entails
tortuous winding among the cones, with steep gradients
and tunnels through massive obstructions of rock. The
cliffs of the Andes are probably unequalled in mountain
topography for steepness and height, the flanks in places
dropping down plumb for several thousand feet.
There is another peculiar characteristic which severely
taxes the skill of the engineer. The range thrusts itself
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